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The US State Department has given the Nicaraguan government until July 31, 1997, to resolve all
remaining claims against property confiscated under the former Sandinista regime (1979-1990). The
decision means that aid from the US and international financial institutions will not be suspended
during the next fiscal year, leaving the final settlement of the thorny issue for the administration that
will be elected on Oct. 20. Since 1990, President Violeta de Chamorro has held to a policy of paying
compensation for the properties rather than attempting to return them to their original owners.
During the first years of the program, few cases were settled, prompting the US Congress to
condition future financial aid on a satisfactory and timely resolution of all claims. However, the
government bonds used for payment quickly lost most of their face value, leaving claimants
dissatisfied with their compensation, even though the government has promised to set aside funds
from the sale of the state-owned telephone system to back up new bond issues. The compensation
policy, codified in the 1995 Property Stability Law, has not eliminated the objections of the
Confiscated-Property Owners Association (Asociacion de Confiscados de Nicaragua), which insists
on restoration as the only solution (see NotiSur , 07/27/95 and 11/02/95).
Without certification by President Bill Clinton that Nicaragua is making satisfactory progress on
the remaining cases, the economic sanctions would automatically go into effect. These sanctions
require the US to suspend aid to Nicaragua and to block disbursement of loans and credits from
international financial institutions. Between 1990 and 1995, US financial aid to the Chamorro
administration totalled US$663 million. The administration has made several formal presentations to
officials in Washington, DC, arguing that it has made good-faith efforts, satisfactorily resolving 60%
of the more than 5,000 original claims. Some of the delay is caused by new claims from Nicaraguans
living in the US that have been regularly forwarded to the Nicaraguan government by the US
Embassy. There are now some 900 unresolved cases.
Despite the progress to date, the Chamorro administration has suspended efforts to settle the
remaining claims. As the July 31 deadline for recertification approached, vice minister of finance
for property affairs Leopoldo Lopez announced that the administration was unable to complete the
process, which would have to be left up to the next administration. Lopez noted that there are still
demands for return of properties to their pre-1979 owners. But this is impossible because much of it
has been divided into small plots and is now occupied by thousands of campesinos and urban title
holders, Lopez said. Despite the delay of several months that the suspension implies, Peter Tarnoff,
US undersecretary of state for political affairs, notified Foreign Minister Ernesto Leal on July 30 that
the third annual extension would be granted. Even if the remaining claims are settled by the next
administration, disputes are almost certain to continue.
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Some of the cases listed as resolved are actually still in dispute. For example, some claimants
say they never received the bonds they were promised. Peter Sengelmann of the Miami-based
Committee for Recuperation of United States Properties said that when the annual July deadline
approaches, the Chamorro government makes "paper" efforts that give the appearance of progress
on the property issue. Understandably, the issue has entered the presidential- election campaign,
with both front runners, Arnoldo Aleman of the Alianza Liberal and Daniel Ortega of the Frente
Sandinista de Liberacion Nacional (FSLN), promising to settle the remaining cases under the
Property Stabilization law.
Aleman says he will acquire US$500 million from international sources to help pay off the claims
and promises not to take any property from current owners no matter how it was originally
acquired. Some political analysts conclude that the State Department's decision to grant another
extension was influenced by the Nicaraguan elections, which could very well be affected by a
withdrawal of confidence in the Chamorro administration and its compensation policy.
Beyond election promises, the issue has taken on importance for the future of the economy,
according to business leaders. Gerardo Salinas, president of the private enterprise council (Consejo
Superior de la Empresa Privada, COSEP), told a gathering of 1,000 businesspeople that Nicaragua
will never attract sufficient foreign capital to develop a globally competitive economy as long as the
confiscations issue remains unsettled and there are no firm guarantees of property rights backed up
by an effective judiciary.
Some observes say that since the property question will have to be settled by the next
administration, Salinas's warning is a message to the private sector that Ortega must be defeated
for the good of the economy. In a remark that clearly referred to the Sandinista confiscations,
one COSEP official told the meeting that, as the elections approach, "We must forgive but not
forget." [Sources: Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias Spanish News Service, 07/29/96; Tribuna
de Nicaragua, 07/28/96, 07/30/96; La Prensa (Nicaragua), 06/19/96, 07/27/96, 07/30/96; Barricada,
08/02/96; Inter Press Service, 08/09/96; Agence France-Presse, 07/26/96, 08/19/96, 09/05/96]
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